Characterization of the murine cytomegalovirus 38 kDa m137 gene product.
Murine cytomegalovirus (MCMV) m137 null mutants, Deltam137A and Deltam137B, were generated by inserting a gpt cassette into a deleted region of the open reading frame. A polyclonal antiserum produced to an Escherichia coli expressed gst-m137 fusion protein was used to show that a 38 kDa polypeptide corresponding to the predicted m137 gene product was present in NIH 3T3 fibroblasts infected with wild-type MCMV but was not detected in Deltam137 infected cells. The protein did not fractionate with infected cell membranes and was not detectable in purified wild-type virions. Plaque size, plaque morphology, and viral yield did not differ significantly between Deltam137 and wild-type MCMV infected 3T3 fibroblasts. The results showed that deletion of the 38 kDa protein did not negatively effect viral growth in 3T3 fibroblasts indicating that the m137 gene product is not essential for replication in these cells. In vivo analysis revealed that two independently isolated m137 mutants showed a significant delay in time until death but ultimately killed 100% of the mice in a SCID mouse model of virulence.